Managing at a Distance
by Kathleen C. Brown, PhD, RN I ncreasingly, occupational health nurse managers perform managerial work with on-site occupational health staff assigned to off-site locations. Acquisitions, multiple sites, telecommunicating-today's managers are often in charge of people who work somewhere else. What does it take to manage people at a distance? The same skills that are needed to manage them close up, applied more carefully and consistently, according to the Bureau of Business Practice (Waterford, CT).
"People invariably report that having to manage at a distance teaches them to be better at managing close up," says telecommunicating consultant Gil Gordon. According to Gordon, to successfully manage persons at other locations, you must give clear assignments and ongoing feedback, be accessible, and use your interpersonal skills to understand and help remote employees (See Table) . Let's examine each of these points further.
CLEAR ASSIGNMENTS AND
ONGOING FEEDBACK " Make crystal clear what it will mean to successfully complete a task," Gordon advises. Too often employees are asked to perform with little guidance or direction as to how the task is to be accomplished. Both the manager and employee suffer from this scenario. The employee may question whether the task is being accomplished in a manner which meets the manager's expectations for thoroughness, skill, and creativity. Likewise, the manager may question whether the task will be accomplished to the manager's likmg.
Unfortunately, many managers become disillusioned with claims that delegation saves time and develops staff Upon further analysis, it be-When instructions are clear, poor task performance cannot be blamed on faulty instructions or the fact that the manager works at a distant location.
comes evident that many managers provide only obscure instructions and therefore their employees are destined to perform a task inadequately. Deliberately clear instructions will improve your success at delegation, even long distance delegation. Expectations regarding a project or report must be made explicit so the employee is clear on what the supervisor expects (Orth, 1990) . Mutually understood expectations reduce ambiguity and lead to performance which can be evaluated. When instructions are clear, poor task performance cannot be blamed on faulty instructions or the fact that the manager works at a distant location.
Feedback should be specific and well timed (Orth, 1990) . A manager should detail what aspects of performance need improvement. For example, an occupational health manager may not be satisfied with a report written by an occupational health nurse at another location. Use a telephone call to explain to the nurse that the report needs adjustment, and outline the areas that need to be addressed. A personal approach will be appreciated, as it forewarns the nurse about the manager's evaluation and provides timely feedback regarding the report. The report with specific notations and suggestions for rewriting can then be sent to the nurse.
BE ACCESSIBLE
Technology, old and new enables any manager to adopt an open door policy for subordinates thousands of miles away (Bureau of Business Practice, 1990). Telephone calls, facsimile communications, and computer bulletin boards allow for almost immediate contact between manager and employees at remote locations.
When employees approach you via one of these means of communication, take the opportunity to reward them for making the effort to contact you. Remember to offer words of encouragement about current activities at work and provide concrete suggestions or solutions to problems if requested.
Assist employees who perceive that they have not had access to the manager to identify how important information can be exchanged. Explain that your goal is to be available, and describe alternate approaches such as detailed telephone messages left with the secretary, or use of facsimile communications. Work together to find mutually agreeable solutions to the issue of access.
INTERPERSONAL SKILLS
Use your interpersonal skills to understand and help employees in remote locations. Managers who know how to give emotional support to employees face to face can use the same skills with distant employees. Employee praise through recognition programs, newsletters, direct mail, and maintaining open direct relationships between supervisors and employees are recommended approaches.
The emotional well being of employees becomes a key concern TABLE Managing Persons at Other Locations ally can be a positive and successful one. Our challenge as long distance managers is not to use the distance factor as an excuse, but as an effective means to sharpen managerial skills and deal creatively with organizational change.
when you manage at a distance. Most employees need to feel that they are an integral part of a work group. Use the communication methods that best fit your personnel and situation to project the daily interaction that occurs in your office across the miles. This will help to prevent employees from feeling isolated.
Psychosocial areas that will need special attention in long distance managing are the occupational health nurse manager's potential needs to control and to be well liked. When you manage people at a distance, you may sometimes feel that the organization is too loose or that you are not in control of your sphere of influence. Similarly you may "experience" the distance and feel that the employees do not know or like you. You must discipline yourself to accept such feelings and recognize that the long distance manager role actu-ABOUT Lessons have begun to be shipped for this eagerly awaited volume. For the first time, case studies are included to help you apply this fresh information to your own occupational health environment. The first three volumes are still available to assist you with the day-to-day management of your program. A total of 26 contact hour credits will be awarded by AAOHN for successful completion of each volume in the AAOHN UPDATE SERIES. Each volume will assist in the preparation for or the maintenance of certification. To receive more information or place your order, please contact: CPEC, INC. P.O. Box 305, Skillman, N] 08558 (609)466-0700 FAX (609)466-8911
